


In 1996, Amparo 
Torres was invited to 
Canada as a Convention 
refugee.

She fled Colombia, where she had 
been a trade union organizer and 
member of a leftist coalition party 

called the Union Patriotica.



Colombia is often called the most dangerous 
country in the world to be a union organizer.* 
The Union Patriotica had its own bloody 
history.*

The UP was founded in the mid-1980s as part of 
a national peace process. Its primary function 
was to bridge the chasm between the government 
and the FARC, Colombia’s oldest and most powerful 
guerrilla group.

* Between 2001 and 2007, more trade unionists 
were murdered in Colombia than in the rest of the 
world combined. Over 2 000 murders of trade 
unionists have been reported since 1991.1

The party had huge popular support, but ultimately the 
negotiation process fell apart. The ceasefire ended, and 
war resumed.



The UP had nonetheless achieved something important: 
it had rallied a large segment of the population around 
a process that sought an end to decades of bloodshed, 
while prioritising ordinary people’s rights.

The party’s strong electoral support, 
however, was too great of a challenge to 
the governing elite and its right-wing 
supporters. Their response was swift and 
bloody.



As many as 5 000 UP members and sympathisers have 
been murdered by government-hired assasins or 
right-wing paramilitaries since the 1980s2.

Cars and offices were bombed. Hundreds more 
people received death threats, were kidnapped, disappeared, and tortured. 
Amparo Torres and members of her family were among them.

The campaign was largely designed by high commanders in 
the Colombian military, with the support of the USA. The 
International community watched as evidence mounted, 
linking the government, army, and paramilitary groups 
together in their involvement in the massacres.

In a report from 1988, Amnesty International charged the Colombian government and military with carrying out 
a “deliberate policy of political murder” of UP members and suspected “subversives”. The Colombian government 
strenuously denied the charge 3.
In 1993, the InterAmerican Court for Human Rights compared the “extreme” state-sponsored persecution of UP 
members to a kind of genocide. Since the court has no punitive power, the findings were effectively ignored 4.
As of yet, no clear roles have been established to insure that individuals who have committed serious human rights 
abuses will be prosecuted or even charged.



Surviving members of the UP spoke out against the crimes, 
only to become the next victims. 
The public outrage of others was used to justify judicial 
interventions. Jails filled with UP members, even as their 
friends’ murderers walked free, with total impunity5.



In 1992, Torres was kidnapped and tortured by paramilitaries. Her 
supporters in the union movement and human rights organizations rallied 
to saved her life. In 1996, she applied for Canada’s protection in order to 
survive.
She was open with Canadian authorities about 
her political views. She did not conceal 
her involvement with social justice 
organizations, the UP or the Communist 
Party. She was open about all aspects 
of her personal and public life.

She was accepted immediately.



Across Colombia, fellow party members continued to be killed in broad 
daylight: teachers in front of their students, parents in front of 
their children.



While people close to her continued 
to face persecution, in Toronto Torres began      to build a new life.





In 1999, still in the midst of civil war, the Colombian 
government and the FARC initiated another peace 
process. International delegates were sent in from 
all over the world, including Canada.

No ceasefire was called, but a demilitarized 
zone was established where parties could meet 
and negotiate. Representatives of the FARC 
were allowed to travel internationally. The 
group was invited to organize public hearings 
and have international representation.

The Canadian ambassador to Colombia 
expressed support of this process as late as 
December 2001 6.

The peace process was formally cancelled in February 2002.



This time, the government’s official approach to the country’s internal problems 
became Plan Colombia. Once again boosting their arsenals with US backing, the decades 
old civil war became part of the “war on drugs 7.”

War was in the air, and states that had supported the 
peace process were quick to get behind Colombia’s offensive 
strategy, financially and politically.
Despite their former relationship, Canada added FARC to its 
new list of “terrorist organizations” in 2003.



T o r r e s , 
by this 
time, had 
settled in 
Toronto. 

She continued to be politically outspoken and active in social 
justice groups.

Still very connected to her home country’s struggles, her 
activism in Canada revolved around building awareness and 

support around human rights violations in Colombia.



The Canadian Security Inteligence Service had questioned 
her a handful of times about Colombia. She was up-front with 
investigators.

It seemed obvious that CSIS was interested in her based on the 
attention she drew to herself through her activism in Canada.

Despite what seemed like attempts to intimidate her, she felt 
confident that she could have and express any political opinion 
she wanted, whether or not it was popular.



It would soon become clear that her rights 
in Canada were not actually so secure.

In 2005, things changed quickly -

On her way back from a trip to Mexico, Torres was detained at the airport in 
Toronto. Without explanation, she was subject to a drawn-out interrogation 
that lasted several hours. At least five men were present for her interview, 
but only the two Canadians identified themselves. They asked her about her 
family in Mexico, and some of the men made threats against her son. Only 
during the last twenty minutes was Torres allowed a translator. She was 
denied access to a lawyer or phone.

The situation reminded her of her kidnapping all too 
closely, and Torres feared that the other men from 
the interview were part of the notorious Colombian 
Security Service. 
She immediately found a lawyer for protection, and to 
defend her citizenship.



Overnight, Torres went from being a political 
refugee and high-profile human rights advocate, to a “suspected 
terrorist”.
Although CSIS hadn’t proven any of its claims, the mere association 
with the word “terrorist” carried its own heavy sentence; for her the 
nightmare had already begun -

Employers, even friends in other countries, heard of the 
proceedings through the international media. Chilled by the 

sensational accusations, many of them withdrew.

Friends and members of her community were approached by agents. 



Meanwhile, the press printed its own verdict -



The agency only needs to prove that it has 
“reasonable grounds to believe” that Torres 
“engages, has engaged or will engage”with 
a group that is considered by Canada to be a 
threat to state security 8. 

Her lawyer is completely in the dark. With 
no evidence and no accusations to work with, 
he is left chasing shadows. Torres has been 
able to successfully counter some of what 
the government has presented during open 
sessions of the hearing, but the bulk of the 
accusations against her remain hidden. Even 
the contents of the security check which she 
cleared in order to first enter the country are 
now withheld as secret  9.

On top of the shock, fear and isolation these accusations bring, 
now Torres has to fight to prove that the accusations against 
her are false. The task, however, is nearly impossible.

Because CSIS claims that her case 
is related to “national security,” 
it can conceal the nature of the 
allegations from Torres and her 
lawyer, as well as the sources of 
evidence.



 Amparo Torres finds herself fighting again for 
survival, this time to remain in Canada where she has 
lived for over ten years. It is critical that the Canadian 
government recognize her right to assylum, but giving 
her that protection is not enough. As a member of the 
international community, Canada has the responsibility not 
only to awknowledge that Torres deserves protection, but 
to fully and honestly examine why.

For all her years in Canada, Amparo will always be 
deeply connected to her home country -

In her mourning, she joins 
thousands of other Colombians who remember the victims of 

crimes of the state - those who fight against the silencing of their 
stories, and who demand justice.

In February 2008, the bones of Amparo’s sister were returned to her family. They were 
uncovered in a mass grave that year through the work of a human rights organization. 
She had been disappeared more 
than a decade earlier as part of 
of the anit-UP slaughter.

Like Amparo, the Canadian state should have the 
courage to take leadership, and put pressure 
on other states to begin working together down 
the long and painful road towards justice and 
genuine change.



Although it is a dramatic illustration of the failure of Canadian immigration and 
security system, Amaparo’s story is not an isolated case.  Every day migrants and 
refugees are turned away from Canada on the grounds of “inadmissibility” for 
security reasons – often because they were politically active against repressive states 
in their home countries, or because they are thought to be linked with groups that 
fall into the porous, politically loaded definition of “terrorist”. The information used 
to target these people might be provided to Canadian authorities by the agents of 
repressive states themselves, or be extracted from other unreliable sources, such as 
speculative newspaper articles, or statements made under torture. Most refugees in 
these situations never have a chance to defend themselves against false allegations. 
Individuals are routinely rejected from Canada not for what they have done, but for 
the views that they represent. 

The Colombian Security and Intelligence (DAS) has a long record of using torture as 
a means of obtaining evidence. What’s more, the present government of Colombia 
has consistently expressed intolerance for what most Canadians would consider 
to be mainstream social justice organizations, and uses language associating them 
with “terrorism”: in 2003, Colombian President Álvaro Uribe accused human rights 
groups of being, among other things, “spokesmen for terrorism” and “politickers 
of terrorism.” Among the groups he referred to were Amnesty International, Peace 
Brigades International, and Human Rights Watch. 10 Despite the glaringly obvious 
problems of reliability and objectivity, CSIS has not denied that  its information 
against Torres comes from Colombian sources; in fact the agency has asserted that it 
“has no spies collecting information on other countries but instead relies heavily on 
other countries to supply information.” 11

The Canadian government has made Torres’s case a matter of immigration law, even 
though she has lived in Canada as a permanent resident for over ten years. In this 
time she has never been convicted of a criminal act.  Whether or not she is found to 
actually be a “security risk,” the possibility that she could at some point in the future 
become one is enough grounds for deportation and removal back to Colombia. The 
secret trial process allows the government to conceal CSIS’s dubious and unethical 
research. 

For Torres, the results of this process are both traumatic, and potentially deadly.   
   

Years ago, Colombia’s Constitutional Court ruled that secret trials are fundamentally 
unjust, and that a trial that relies on secret evidence cannot yield fair or reliable results. 
This judgment came on the tail of years of disastrous experimentation with secret 
trials; attempts to reduce violence against witnesses by the use of secret evidence 
ultimately only increased the number of false convictions; meanwhile witnesses, 
prosecutors and sometimes even judges continued to be murdered. 

Federal court judge Anne Mactavish ruled that there is potentially a 
“serious” concern about fairness in the trial against Torres, 
and yet the process continues. 12 Because 
Canada’s Supreme Court lags behind 
Colombia’s Constitutional Court, the 
Canadian government is doing for the 
Colombian government what it could 
not, in theory, do in a Colombian court 
of law. For Torres, the process has 
become a form of psychological 
torture. Here, in her supposed 
asylum, she continues to be 
persecuted both by the threats 
of the present, and ghosts from 
her past. 

For all of the hardships she 
has seen, Torres came to 
Canada as a survivor, 
and she continues 
to survive with 
incredible grace and 
conviction. In the 
face of injustices, 
both in Canada 
and in Colombia, 
she refuses to be silent. 
She continues to add her 
voice to others and demand justice 
in Colombia, justice in Canada, and an 
end to secret trials. 
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